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Eighteenth-century Blues: Exploring the melancholy mind. 
Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead 
21 June – 31 August 2008 
 
Making visible the invisible is the subject of this exhibition. The term ‘melancholy’ 
was one of many used in the eighteenth century to describe depression, the seat of 
which, still today, is often baffling and hard to discern. There are many pathological 
conditions that cause external alteration, but depression has an internality that makes 
it hard to see. Hence the sensation, on walking round this exhibition, that we are being 
shown things half-submerged, hinted at rather than directly expressed, and which, in 
this context, offer alternative views and invite fresh interpretations. Constable’s vivid 
pencil sketches of coast scenes at Brighton, for example, catch the uncertainty of the 
weather. But they were drawn while his wife was dying, and the sky’s encroaching 
gloom may reflect his mental state as well as the depression he suffered in his later 
years. Certainly, in the context of this show, these small drawings gain a wider 
resonance than hitherto. 
 
The exhibition is part of a larger research project, ‘Before Depression: The 
Representation and Culture of the English Malady, 1660-1800’, which is a joint 
undertaking by the English Divisions at the Universities of Northumbria and 
Sunderland, with funding from the Leverhulme Trust. Given that a certain prestige is 
attached to Leverhulme funding, it is a pity that the catalogue, which carries an 
excellent introductory text, does not list the exhibits, many of which have been 
generously loaned by regional and national public collections. As a record of this  
landmark event, therefore, the small booklet has only limited use. 
 
The exhibition succeeds in its suggestiveness. A ruined castle gateway, painted by 
Jacob van Ruisdael, against a slate grey sky, is more usually admired for the 
precedent it sets for the pursuit of the sublime and picturesque. Here it becomes an 
image full of foreboding, easily read as an expression of raging depression. 
Admittedly, ruins in landscape are traditionally intended to hint at mortality, decay, 
and nostalgia for the past. But one outcome of this exhibition is the recurrent 
suggestion that more troubling emotions lie behind the aesthetics in any scene or 
portrait. 
 
Inevitably, the emphasis of this show invites us to look more enquiringly at portraits 
of those who suffered depression. Among them is Reynolds’ portrait of Dr Johnson 
who famously described how, when solitary at breakfast or dinner, a ‘black dog’ 
barked continuously. His biographer Boswell was also a sufferer, as was the artist 
George Romney who was so overpowered by depression that at times he was unable 
to paint. Other suffers, we are told, were John Bunyan, Robert Burns and Oliver 
Goldsmith. 
 
It seems an odd curatorial decision, in a display dealing largely with the eighteenth 
century, to include a continuously-playing tape of 1930s Blues music. This chimes 
with the title of the show, but is in all other ways out of kilter with its mood and 
atmosphere. There are also one of two curiously inept remarks in the labels and wall 
panels. We are told, for instance, that in Hogarth’s engraving, Credulity, superstition 
and fanaticism, the worshippers ‘are consuming figurines of Christ’. In fact they are 
touching their lips with images of the Virgin Mary.Clearly Hogarth’s anti-Catholicism 
has escaped the writer of the wall panel who has must have given the print merely a 
cursory look. 
 
But despite these minor hiccups, this is a boldly innovative show. Its exhibits range 
widely, from Thomas Jones’s quiet meditation on an almost blank wall, to 
Rowlandson’s print, ‘The Hypochnodriac’, showing a man haunted by demons in his 
in mind. Though humorous, exuberant and entertaining, Rowlandson’s satire 
inadvertently reminds us how depression’s hidden intensity and virulent power can 
deaden interest, create listlessness and boredom and even, in severe conditions, 
disable life and lives. 
       Frances Spalding  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
